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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
After what will likely be recorded as the worst crop
year since the 1950’s, most of the area is receiving good
weather for the harvest. There have been some localized
heavy rains with wind; however since the soil was so dry
fields are still supporting equipment well. Every good
harvesting day is very important now because we all know
that fall rains will begin at some point, and field conditions
may deteriorate rapidly.
As I have mentioned before, most of our area was
spared to some degree from the extremes of drought, and we
should be thankful for that. Neighboring areas received
essentially no rain during the growing season, and their crops
are in many cases not worth the expense of harvesting. Corn
and soybean fields have been baled for hay in some of these
localities, and cotton varieties that normally grow large plants
have not reached knee height. I have no doubt that in our area
there will be many farms showing red ink at the bottom of the
balance sheet this year, but our situation could have been
much worse.
Cotton:

The harvest is progressing well, but in most cases
yields are little more than half of those achieved in the last
three or four years. There is no doubt that the average cotton
yield graph that is commonly shown at winter meetings will
show a sharp downturn instead of the generally increasing
trend we have become used to. My guess is that average
cotton yields in the Midsouth will drop below 700 pounds this
year. It does not take many less than bale per acre yields to
pull the average down, and I expect there will be quite a few
of them this year. I will not be surprised by yields that go as
low as one-half bale per acre in some of the hardest-hit areas.
Preliminary results from trials have revealed some
alarming differences among varieties with regard to their
abilities to deal with the extreme weather conditions we had
this year. My largest trial, located in the Vaiden area,
produced a range of yields from just over 500 to just under
1000 pounds per acre. The results are not ready for
publication since samples are being ginned to determine
turnout. Final results may change some rankings, so I had
better wait about announcing them.
A surprise in the Vaiden cotton trial was that in
general our present favorites did not appear in the “winner’s
circle”, and some of them actually were poor performers. The
field where the test was located received much less rain than
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the surrounding area, but the overall performance was actually
better than we had expected. I know this sounds like I am
telling two different stories, but this field that historically
produces in the 1200 to 1400 pound range ended up averaging
less than 700 pounds according to preliminary results. As I
said earlier, final results may change this a little, one way or
another. My “guess” prior to harvesting was about 200
pounds lower; that’s how badly the drought affected stalk size
and overall appearance of the crop. We were actually amazed
that the yields did this well.
There were some noticeable differences among
varieties with regard to ease of defoliation, ranging from a few
that retained one third or more of the leaves to others that
responded well to defoliants. I believe this indicates a
corresponding range of variation in tolerance to stress. As you
might expect, the best defoliation was generally in the best
yielding varieties.
I have returned to the field and dug roots, just to get a
clue as to why some varieties withstood the stress and others
did not. Visual ratings are tricky, but in general the best
yielders had the best root development, although there were
exceptions that confuse the issue. Rooting depth is almost
certainly a factor; but I doubt the grower would appreciate my
digging six foot holes in his field.
The apparent fact is that a very few entries “looked”
almost normal in spite of the stress, and yielded well. It will
be very interesting to compare these results with those from
other soil areas around the state. If the pattern holds up to this
scrutiny, we may be able to identify some very stress-tolerant
varieties that we will need to consider very seriously for
planting next year.
I am certainly not ready to trash the varieties that
have performed well for us in the past, even though their
performance this year may have been poor. The things we
have witnessed this year will hopefully not be repeated soon,
and we will need to stay with varieties that have been good to
us over the long term.
Corn:

Corn yields were down in our area this year by a
figure somewhere between 30 and 40 percent, although some
fields yielded almost as well as in the past three or four years.
The high yields were very much the exception, with many
fields producing in the 70 to 100 bushel per acre range
compared with 120 to 160 (dryland) in the past.

I believe we all knew that sooner or later a
year like this would arrive, and that corn yields would be poor.
We have now experienced the “dry year” we were all
concerned about. I hope this year does not scare people away
from corn since the future appears very bright for this crop.
From an agronomic standpoint, we need to grow it as a
rotation crop with both soybeans and cotton.
Variety trials have also been very interesting for corn.
We had three locations that included selections from last years
“short list”. The tests validated the list well with exception of
one or two entries that have apparent problems with heat
tolerance. Most of the entries in the dryland locations (Scott
and Carroll Counties) produced yields in the 135 to 150 range.
The irrigated test near Tchula in Holmes County proved again
the importance of water with a top yield of almost 230 bushels
per acre. These results will be presented later when Dr.
Larson is finished summarizing the results from the 15
locations around the state.
An additional test conducted at the Scott County
location compared two planting depths of 1¾ and 1 inch. The
area planted at the 1¾ inch depth produced eleven bushels
more grain per acre ($33 more per acre with $3 corn) than the
area planted at the shallower depth. That’s 11,000 more
bushels from a 1,000 acre crop, or a new pickup, whichever
you want. We have for years recommended that corn be
planted at least 1¾ inches deep, but some people resist this
because plants are slower to emerge from this depth than from
shallower planting. Part of the reason for the higher yield in
the deeper planted area was that plant population in the
shallow planted area was just over 22,000 and the population
for the deeper planting was 26,700. That amounts to an
expensive bag of seed wasted every 17 acres. There will
probably still be some who will debate the point, but the
improved emergence alone is enough reason to do it right.
Sure, it’s a little slower coming up, but now we know it’s
worth the wait.
Soybeans:
As with our other two major summer crops, soybeans
have been a very mixed story, mainly driven by weather.
Yields reported from this part of the state have ranged from
below ten to as high above sixty bushels per acre. It’s
difficult to say that anything other than moisture was the
driving force; but there was another very important factor:
variety. The stresses of extreme heat and drought forced some
varieties to perform much differently than they have in past
seasons.
The main problem we are having with some varieties
is that stress caused them to ignore their normal maturation
patterns, at least from a vegetative standpoint. Sure, the pods
matured, but the plant did not. Many fields have remained
green well past the point that seed began popping out. Where
potential yield was low, justification for applying desiccants

was just not there, so many of these fields suffered from field
loss. Where potential yield was justifiable and desiccants
were applied, fields were harvested in fairly good condition.
All varieties did not have this “green plant” problem, and
matured well along with the pods. These varieties have been
noted, and I plan to recommend them to anyone who will
listen next year. There is no sense in planting varieties that
will not mature uniformly prior to harvest. I expect soybean
breeders have been as surprised as some of the farmers, and I
hope they are taking notes on how extreme stress can affect
some varieties.
Very little has been said about Asian Rust for several
weeks, even though the disease was found in the southwest
portion of Mississippi. The fungus could not deal with the
extreme heat, and apparently did not move from the locality
where it was found. Even though it did not arrive in our area,
rust showed up in several new areas this year. It seems to be
extending its range to some degree, so we need to keep a close
watch on it. There will likely be volunteer soybean plants that
emerge following rains this fall; these should be checked for
rust. We may still find it in our area, even though the threat of
damage to this crop has passed.
Wheat:

I am attaching Dr. Erick Larson’s Best Management
Practices for Wheat Production. Since many of you have not
grown wheat in years, this will give you a crash course. Erick
has covered all the bases.
Soil Fertility:
I suspect we had a third culprit holding yields down
this year, in addition to the weather and varieties that were not
tolerant to stress. This third thing was soil fertility;
specifically low to marginal pH levels and fertilizer rates that
were reduced to save money. This was not the year to take a
chance on going “just one more year” before fixing the
fertility problems you knew about. I’ll not say any more about
that since you know the story better than I do.
In Conclusion:
It’s going to be a long cold winter as a result of this
year. Preparing for next year may be a big problem for some
who bore the worst of the weather. Maybe we need to cook
up a big pot of stew and talk it over. There will be answers.
God bless all of you.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

Best Management Practices for Wheat Production
By Dr. Erick Larson
Wheat is grown during the rainy season, exposing it to saturated conditions. Drainage is
critical to Mississippi wheat production because waterlogging may reduce stands, hamper
vegetative growth and encourage disease development. Field selection and improvement of
drainage, such as multiple surveyed water furrows and clean ditches, can greatly enhance wheat
yield potential. Tillage hardpans may also limit yield potential by inhibiting internal drainage.
Breaking these soil hardpans with moderately-deep tillage equipment (chisel plow, subsoiler,
paraplow, etc…) is encouraged when needed. A hardpan may be detected with a soil
penetrometer or a simple hand probe.
Plant with a grain drill if possible, particularly during dry conditions, to ensure uniform
planting depth (optimum 1 - 1.5 inches) and good seed-soil-moisture contact. This should
improve seedling establishment success and emergence uniformity.
Plant a proven high-yielding variety that is resistant to our most common diseases.
Consult performance data from the MSU Wheat and Oat Variety Trials and trials from adjacent
states. A summary of top-performing varieties is available on the MSUcares.com website.
Plant wheat during the optimum planting date period. The optimum planting date is
within about a week or two of the first normal frost date, which varies depending upon region of
the state.
Suggested Wheat Planting Dates For Grain Production:
North and Central Mississippi: October 15 - November 10
Delta Region: October 20 - November 15
South Mississippi: November 1 - November 25
Coastal Region: November 15 - December 10
Resist the urge to plant wheat early. Planting too early exposes wheat to problems with
plant development, fertility, weeds, and pests which ultimately reduce yield potential. Growers
accustomed to planting summer crops early, such as corn and soybeans, may run into severe
problems by using the same strategy with winter wheat. The adverse effects from excessive fall
growth include spring freeze damage, development of Barley yellow dwarf and other pest
problems, more weed competition, poor nutrient use, and increased lodging.
Producers should try to establish 1.0 to 1.3 million plants per acre, or 23 to 30 plants per
square foot. Assuming 85% emergence with a grain drill, a seeding rate of 1.2 to 1.5 million
seeds per acre is needed. Wheat seed size may vary up to 50%, so calibrate planting rate on
actual seed number, rather than a volume or weight of seed per acre (bushels or pounds).
Always plant seed treated with a fungicide to prevent disease development during
seedling establishment. Raxil MD (5.0 oz/100 lb), Raxil XT (0.16 oz/100 lb), Raxil Thiram (3.5
oz/100 lb) or Dividend Extreme (2.0 oz/100 lb) are the best options.
Wheat growers often overlook fertility needs with the exception of nitrogen. Wheat yield
is extremely dependent upon nutrient availability because it is a very shallow rooted crop grown
during the wet season, making it nearly impossible to reach nutrients deeper in the soil profile.
Growers need to supply enough phosphorus and potassium to meet crop uptake, and lime if
needed to correct soil pH before planting. Failure to supply soil fertility needs will lead to

tremendous yield reduction. Diammonium phosphate (DAP 18-46-0) is an excellent fall
fertilizer source, particularly for late-planted wheat, because it supplies both nitrogen and
phosphorus. DAP will promote vigorous growth and advance maturity - essentially serving as a
“starter fertilizer.” Wheat often responds well to an early spring application of sulfur (15-20
lbs./ac.) in the sulfate form, particularly when grown on light, sandy, low organic matter soils.
Ammonium sulfate, which contains 21% nitrogen and 24% sulfate is a good way to get the
sulfate and a light shot of nitrogen.
Growers managing for high wheat yields should time nitrogen application according to
wheat growth stage, nitrogen needs, and soil type, rather than merely applying a given number of
pounds of nitrogen fertilizer. Wheat nitrogen requirements are greatest during the rapid growth
stages in the spring. Nitrogen application timing must closely coincide with wheat needs to
optimize productivity. Split application of spring nitrogen fertilizer helps improve plant use
efficiency and reduce fertilizer loss, since wet conditions are normally prevalent during late
winter and early spring. The initial topdress of a split application should be applied when
dormancy breaks in late-winter (Feekes growth stage 3 or 4) and not exceed 50% of the total
seasonal amount. This normally occurs during early-February. The purpose of this application
is to promote tillering and increase head size. The final topdress application should be made by
the time the first node appears at the beginning of stem elongation (jointing, Feekes growth stage
6). This application delivers the main nutritional needs of the crop. This generally occurs in
early-March. Recommended spring nitrogen rates vary from 90 - 150 lbs./a. with the higher
rates recommended on heavy clay soils, and the lower rates for light sandy soils.
Weed species must be controlled in a timely fashion to minimize competition and wheat
yield loss. The best ryegrass control is obtained when postemergence herbicides, such as Hoelon
or Osprey are applied to young, actively growing ryegrass (1-leaf to 2-tiller) in vigorously
growing wheat that will shade this competitive weed. This timing normally occurs late in the
fall. Delaying herbicide application until the spring will allow ryegrass to rob nutrients and
space for over four months. This competion will reduce wheat tiller numbers and yield potential.
Similarly, broadleaf weed species can do the same. Herbicide treatments for broadleaf species
should also be applied when weeds are small and actively growing. This will also help minimize
potential for wheat injury. Optimum herbicide timing, targeting broadleaf species, generally
occurs late in the fall or early in the spring.
Apply foliar fungicides on the recommendations of a risk-based forecasting system. This
prevents unnecessary applications to varieties with good disease resistance, when yield benefit
will not produce an economic return, or in years when disease pressure is low. Fungicide
application helps preserve yield potential when disease threatens to reduce yield.
Harvest wheat soon after it reaches physiological maturity. Don’t allow wheat to weather
in the field. Wheat grain quality deteriorates quickly in rainy, humid, and warm conditions.

